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and Sarmatians as a sign of weakness and an invitation to
the invader. And this actually took place in the reign of
Marcus Aurelius. The Germans and Sarmatians fell on the
Danube frontier with terrific force, and a wave of them
rolled as far as the Italian frontier and reached Aquileia, the
great centre of Roman trade on the Adriatic. The invasion
was unexpected. The Roman armies were busy on the
Euphrates, repelling a Parthian attack on the south-eastern
provinces of the empire—a most difficult task, which was
successfully performed by Avidius Cassius, an able general
associated with Lucius Verus, the emperor's brother, who was
the nominal chief of the expedition. Also the armies brought
back with them from the East a plague which raged con-
tinuously for several years in Italy and some of the provinces ;
and this was a further hindrance to the campaign in the
north.
In these difficult conditions Marcus Aurelius shouldered
the burden and inarched in person against the Germans and
Sarmatians. Winning battle after battle, he was able to drive
them beyond the frontier and then to deal them a succession
of blows on the Danube and in Dacia. He was prevented
from completing his task by military complications in Africa
and Egypt, and also by a formidable mutiny headed by
Avidius Cassius in Syria. Before he could overcome these
perils, war broke out again on the Danube, and again a long
and exhausting struggle was begun ; but Marcus Aurelius
never brought it to an end; for he died on the Danube (near
Vienna) in a.d. 180. It is highly probable that the force of
circumstances would have compelled him to revert to the policy
of Trajan, and to extend the northern and eastern frontiers of
the empire. But this arduous enterprise was declined by his
son Cominodus, who preferred to sacrifice the interests of his
country and make peace with Germany—a peace which only
postponed for a short time a renewal of the contest.
Except for the troubled reign of Marcus Aurelius, the
Roman Empire under the Antonines enjoyed profound peace,
broken only by distant wars on the frontier. Within the
empire life appeared to be, as it had been in the first century,
a steady forward movement for the diffusion and enrichment
of civilization. The creative power of Rome seemed to have
reached its zenith. There was, however, one disquieting
symptom : after the brilliant age of the Flavians we note an

